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O n  a  r e c e n t  v i s i t  t o  D e P a u l  U n i v e r s i t y  i n  
C h i c a g o ,  A c a d e m y  A w a r d  n o m i n a t e d  
C h i c a n a  f i l m m a k e r  L o u r d e s  P o r t i l l o  
s c r e e n e d  h e r  l a t e s t  d o c u m e n t a r y  f i l m  
e n t i t l e d  S e ñ o r i t a  E x t r a v i a d a — a n  
i n v e s t i g a t i v e  l o o k  i n t o  t h e  h o r r i f i c  a n d  
a s - y e t - u n s o l v e d  c r i m e s  o f  k i d n a p p i n g ,  
m u r d e r ,  a n d  m u t i l a t i o n  o f  o v e r  4 0 0  
y o u n g  M e x i c a n  w o m e n  i n  t h e  T e x a s -  
M e x i c a n  b o r d e r l a n d s  t h a t  h a v e  t a k e n  
p l a c e  s i n c e  1 9 9 3 .  W h a t  m o v e s  t h e  
v i e w e r  a n d  c a p t u r e s  h e r  i m a g i n a t i o n  
m o s t  i n  t h i s  f i l m  a r e  t h e  e y e s  o f  t h e  
m i s s i n g  w o m e n  t h a t  g a z e  d i r e c t l y  i n t o  
t h e  c a m e r a  f r o m  g r a i n y  s n a p s h o t s .  
P h o t o g r a p h  a f t e r  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  
w o m e n  f r o m  t h r o u g h o u t  M e x i c o .  A s  s o  
m a n y  b e f o r e  t h e m  t h r o u g h o u t  h i s t o r y ,  
t h e y  v e n t u r e d  t o  e l  n o r t e  i n  s e a r c h  o f  
w o r k  a n d  o f t e n  f o u n d  i t  i n  t h e  
c o u n t l e s s  m a q u i l a s  t h a t  n o w  l i t t e r  t h e  
l a n d s c a p e  b e t w e e n  t h e  " T h i r d  W o r l d "  
a n d  t h e  " F i r s t  W o r l d . "
A s  I w a t c h e d  t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e  m i s s i n g  
w o m e n  u n f o l d ,  I c o u l d n ' t  h e l p  f e e l i n g  
o u t r a g e d  a t  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  m e d i a  t o  r e p o r t  s u c h  d i s t u r b i n g  
h u m a n  r i g h t s  a t r o c i t i e s .  I l a t e r  r e c a l l e d  a  
s u m m e r  i s s u e  o f  T i m e  m a g a z i n e  t h a t  
p r o m o t e d  t h e  b o r d e r l a n d s  a s  a  l o c a t i o n  
t h a t  i s  " c r e a t i n g  a  n e w  w o r l d  f o r  a l l  o f  
u s . "  O f  c o u r s e ,  t h i s  i s  m o s t l y  a  r e f e r e n c e  
t o  t h e  c u l t u r a l  e x c h a n g e s  N A F T A  i s  
b e l i e v e d  t o  h a v e  c r e a t e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  
t h e  r i c h  m e s t i z a j e  t h a t  w e  h a v e  k n o w n  
a b o u t  f o r  c e n t u r i e s .  T h e  o n l y  m e n t i o n  
i n  t h i s  n a t i o n a l  n e w s  m a g a z i n e  o f  t h e  
c o u n t l e s s  m i s s i n g  w o m e n  w h o  h a v e  
b e e n  r a p e d ,  s t r a n g l e d ,  s e t  a f i r e ,  
d e c a p i t a t e d ,  d i s m e m b e r e d  a n d  t h r o w n  
a w a y  l i k e  t r a s h  w i t h i n  m i l e s  o f  t h e  
m a q u i l a d o r a s  i s  a  c o u p l e  o f  b u r i e d  
s e n t e n c e s .  A  n e w  w o r l d  i n d e e d .  S a d l y ,  i t  
h a s  l o n g  b e e n  m u c h  e a s i e r  f o r  t h e  
" a v e r a g e  A m e r i c a n "  t o  c o m p r e h e n d  
t h e  c a r t o o n i s h  i m a g e s  o f  M e x i c a n  
w o m e n  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  m a n u f a c t u r e d  
b y  H o l l y w o o d  s i n c e  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 0 0 s .  A s  a  
p r o f e s s o r  o f  C h i c a n a  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  i s  m y  
j o b  t o  t e a c h  m y  s t u d e n t s  h o w  t o  r e a d  
t h e s e  i m a g e s  a n d  a n a l y z e  t h e  c o n t e x t s  
f r o m  w h i c h  t h e y  e m e r g e ,  w h i c h  i s  w h y  a  
f i l m  l i k e  S e ñ o r i t a  E x t r a v i a d a  i s  s o  
i m p o r t a n t  a n d  w h y  i t s  r e a l i s m  m u s t  b e  
r e c o g n i z e d  i n  d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t  t o  
e x p l o i t a t i v e  i m a g e s  o f  M e x i c a n a s  a n d  
C h i c a n a s  t h a t  c o n t i n u e  t o  e m e r g e  f r o m  
t h e  a s s e m b l y - l i n e s  o f  H o l l y w o o d  m o v i e  
f a c t o r i e s .  O n e  s u c h  f i l m  i s  F r o m  D u s k  T i l l  
D a w n ,  c o - w r i t t e n  w i t h  Q u e n t i n  T a r a n t i n o  
a n d  d i r e c t e d  b y  T e j a n o  b o y  w o n d e r ,  
R o b e r t  R o d r i g u e z .  T h i s  f i l m  p r e m i e r e d  
i n  J a n u a r y  1 9 9 6 — t h r e e  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  
m a s s  m u r d e r s  b e g a n ,  w h i c h  w a s ,
c o i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  a l s o  a  p r e s i d e n t i a l  
e l e c t i o n  y e a r  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .
R o d r i g u e z ' s  " a c t i o n - a d v e n t u r e "  f i l m  
F r o m  D u s k  T i l l  D a w n  s y m b o l i z e d  w h a t  
w o u l d  b e c o m e  a  b a r r a g e  o f  o n - s c r e e n  
" a l i e n  i n v a s i o n s "  o f  A m e r i c a n  c u l t u r e  
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  1 9 9 0 s  ( i n c l u d i n g  a  r a s h  
o f  C h u p a c a b r a  a t t a c k s ) .  I n  s c e n e s  e e r i l y  
r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  v i d e o t a p e s  o f  t h e  
i n f a m o u s  1 9 9 1  R o d n e y  K i n g  b e a t i n g  
a n d  t h e  1 9 9 6  b e a t i n g s  o f  M e x i c a n s  
n a t i o n a l s  o n  S o u t h e r n  C a l i f o r n i a  
f r e e w a y s ,  t h e  c r u c i f i x - t o t i n g ,  w h i t e  
m a l e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  R o d r i g u e z ' s  f i l m ,  
b e a t s ,  s t a b s ,  s h o o t s ,  i m p a l e s ,  d e c a p i t a t e s ,  
a n d  d i s m e m b e r s  a  m o b  o f  a l i e n  f e m a l e  
v a m p i r e s .  W h a t  i s  m o s t  d i s t u r b i n g  
a b o u t  t h i s  c i n e m a t i c  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  
M e x i c a n a s  i s  t h a t  i t  t a k e s  p l a c e  n e a r  t h e  
U . S .  T e x a s - M e x i c o  b o r d e r — o n e  o f  t h e  
m o s t  p o l i t i c a l l y - c h a r g e d  a n d  e x p l o i t e d  
l a n d s c a p e s  i n  A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y .
T h e  f i l m  f o l l o w s  t w o  A m e r i c a n s  o n  t h e  
r u n  f r o m  t h e  F B I  a n d  t h e  T e x a s  R a n g e r s .  
S e t h  ( G e o r g e  C l o o n e y ) ,  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
t h i e f  a n d  m u r d e r e r ,  a n d  h i s  b r o t h e r  
R i t c h i e  ( Q u e n t i n  T a r a n t i n o ) ,  a  s e r i a l  
r a p i s t  a n d  m u r d e r e r ,  f l e e  t o w a r d  t h e  
M e x i c a n  b o r d e r l a n d s ,  w h e r e  t h e y  p l a n  
t o  b u y  t h e i r  s a n c t u a r y  d e e p  i n s i d e  
M e x i c o  f r o m  t h e  l o c a l  d r u g - r u n n e r s .  O n  
t h e  w a y  t h e r e ,  t h e  k i d n a p p e r s  c a r j a c k  a  
w h i t e  p r e a c h e r  ( H a r v e y  K e i t e l )  a n d  h i s  
t w o  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d ,  i n  a  m o c k  r e v e r s a l  o f  
" i l l e g a l l y  c r o s s i n g  o v e r , "  f o r c e  t h e  
f a m i l y  t o  h i d e  t h e m  i n  t h e i r  R V  a n d  
d r i v e  t h e m  a c r o s s  t h e  b o r d e r  t o  t h e  
a p p o i n t e d  m e e t i n g  p l a c e :  a  t o p l e s s  b a r ,  
b r o t h e l ,  a n d  t r u c k s t o p ,  b r a n d e d  t h e  
" T i t t i e  T w i s t e r . "  W h a t  a w a i t s  t h e  k i l l e r s  
i s  n e i t h e r  t h e  i n v i s i b i l i t y  f r o m  A m e r i c a n  
j u s t i c e  t h a t  t h e y  s e e k ,  n o r  a  n i g h t  o f  
a n o n y m o u s  s e x  w i t h  a  b o r d e r  w h o r e .  
R a t h e r ,  t h e y  f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  a  
p h y s i c a l  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  
w i t h  w h a t  f i l m  c r i t i c  D a v i d  M a c i e l  r e f e r s  
t o  a s  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  f r o n t i e r  
" l a w l e s s n e s s "  o f  t h e  U . S . - M e x i c o  b o r d e r —  
a  c u l t u r a l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  w a s t e l a n d  
w h e r e  w h i t e  A m e r i c a n  f i l m  h e r o e s  h a v e  
t r a v e r s e d  s i n c e  t h e  l a t e  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  ( 2 ) .  
L a w l e s s n e s s  i n  t h i s  f i l m  w o u l d  n o t  m e e t  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  c i n e m a t i c  s t a n d a r d s  o f  
f r o n t i e r  v i o l e n c e  w i t h o u t  t h e  r e q u i s i t e  
o n s l a u g h t  o f  r a c i s t  a n d  s e x i s t  l a n g u a g e ,  
b l o o d y  g u n f i g h t s ,  k n i f e - p l a y ,  a n d  h a l f -  
n a k e d ,  d a n c i n g  M e x i c a n  w o m e n ,  w h i c h  
t h e  d i r e c t o r  p r o v i d e s  i n  a b u n d a n c e .  T h i s  
t i m e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  " t w i s t "  t h a t  t h e  
h e r o  i s  u p  a g a i n s t  i s  n o n e  o t h e r  t h a n  a n  
a n c i e n t  c u l t  o f  A z t e c  f e m a l e  v a m p i r e s  
w h o  p r e y  u p o n  h e l p l e s s  b o r d e r  t r a v e l e r s .
L o n g - s t a n d i n g  s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  c o l d ­
b l o o d e d ,  M e x i c a n  " s a v a g e r y , "  t o g e t h e r  
w i t h  t h e  w a v e  o f  a n t i - M e x i c a n  r h e t o r i c  
t h a t  a b o u n d e d  i n  t h e  U . S .  i n  t h e  1 9 9 0 s ,  
c o m b i n e d  t o  u n d e n i a b l y  s h a d o w  t h e  
c i n e m a t i c  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  M e x i c a n a  
b o d i e s  i n  F r o m  D u s k  T i l l  D a w n .  T h e  
b l u r r i n g  o f  f i l m  g e n r e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  
a c t i o n - a d v e n t u r e ,  h o r r o r ,  a n d  W e s t e r n ,  
c r e a t e s  a  p r i m e  n a r r a t i v e  s p a c e  f o r  
R o d r i g u e z ' s  d i s p o s a b l e  M e x i c a n a  b o d i e s :  
s h a p e - s h i f t i n g ,  m o n s t e r - a l i e n s  w h o  
m u s t  b e  e x t e r m i n a t e d  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  
A m e r i c a n  v a l u e s  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  o n  t h e  
b o r d e r  a n d  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  w h i t e  A m e r i c a n  
w o m a n h o o d .
I n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 9 0 s ,  H o l l y w o o d  r e l e a s e d  a  
n u m b e r  o f  a l i e n - a t t a c k  m o v i e s ,  n a m e l y  
T h e  A r r i v a l ,  I n d e p e n d e n c e  D a y ,  M e n  i n  
B l a c k ,  a n d  F a l l i n g  D o w n ,  b u t  F r o m  D u s k  
T i l l  D a w n ,  i s  p e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  u n s e t t l i n g  
a n d  v i o l e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  a n  " a l i e n  
i n v a s i o n "  b e c a u s e  t h e  f i l m  j u s t i f i e s  t h e  
d e v a l u a t i o n  a n d  d i s p o s a l  o f  M e x i c a n a  
b o d i e s  i n  t h e  p o p u l a r  i m a g i n a t i o n .  
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e  v i o l e n c e  c o m m i t t e d  
a g a i n s t  M e x i c a n a s  i n  t h i s  f i l m  i s  h i g h l y  
e r o t i c i z e d — c o m i c  s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  t h e  
M e x i c a n  b o r d e r  p r o s t i t u t e  b l e e d  i n t o  
o n e - d i m e n s i o n a l  i m a g e s  o f  d e v i l -  
w o r s h i p p i n g  p r i m i t i v e s ,  h e a r k e n i n g  
b a c k  t h e  d a y s  o f  H e r n a n  C o r t e s ' s  b l o o d y  
m a s s a c r e s  a t  C h o l u l a  a n d  T e n o c h t i t l a n .
M e x i c a n  w o m e n  i n  t h e  b a r  a p p e a r  
n a k e d  e x c e p t  f o r  l o i n c l o t h s  a n d  f e a t h e r e d  
h e a d b a n d s .  T h e y  a r e  e x o t i c i z e d  a n d  
e r o t i c i z e d  f o r  t h e  v i e w i n g  p l e a s u r e  o f  
t h e  m o s t l y  A m e r i c a n  m a l e  t r u c k  d r i v e r s  
w h o  i n h a b i t  t h e  b a r .  B u t  t h e  c e n t r a l  
s y m b o l  o f  s e x u a l  e v i l  i s  i n s c r i b e d  u p o n  
t h e  b o d y  o f  f e a t u r e d  d a n c e r ,  S a n t a n i c o  
P a n d e m o n i u m  ( S e l m a  H a y e k ) ,  a  n e a r l y  
n a k e d ,  d a r k - s k i n n e d  w o m a n ,  w h o  
w e a r s  a  c o p i l l i ,  o r  A z t e c  s a c r e d  r e g a l i a ,  
a s  s h e  s e d u c e s  a  p y t h o n  i n  a  p a r o d y  o f  a  
s n a k e  d a n c e .  T h e  v i s u a l  c o n f l a t i o n  o f  
s e x u a l  a n d  r a c i a l  s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  M e x i c a n a s  
r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  w h i t e  A m e r i c a n  h e r o i s m  
o f  S e t h ,  f o r ,  i n  t h e  m i n d s  o f  t h e  
a u d i e n c e ,  t h e  M e x i c a n - n e s s  o f  t h e s e  
f e m a l e  a l i e n - v a m p i r e s  a l r e a d y  i n s c r i b e s  
t h e m  a s  m o r e  d a n g e r o u s  a n d  e v i l  t h a n  
e i t h e r  S e t h  o r  h i s  b r o t h e r ,  R i t c h i e .
F u r t h e r  c o m p l i c a t i n g  a u d i e n c e  r e c e p t i o n  
o f  t h e s e  s t e r e o t y p e s  i s  t h e  w a y  f i l m  
c r i t i c s  t e n d  t o  v a l i d a t e  t h e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  
o f  t h e s e  b o r d e r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ,  a s  
A n t h o n y  N e r r i c i o  p o i n t s  o u t  i n  a  r e c e n t  
e s s a y  w h e r e  h e  r e f e r s  t o  a  n o t e d  f i l m  
c r i t i c ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  b o r d e r  
" e s s e n c e "  t h a t  i s  " a u t h e n t i c a l l y "  
c a p t u r e d  i n  f i l m s  l i k e  O r s o n  W e l l e s '
Touch of Evil. This 1958 film, which is 
characterized by "'strip joints and 
prostitution, a few ragged Mexican 
poor, and a couple of men trundling 
fantastic pushcarts . .. the [border] town 
. . . exists by selling vice to the Yankees, 
functioning as a kind of subconscious 
for northerners just outside their own 
boundaries where they can enjoy 
themselves while they imagine the 
Mexicans are less civilized'" (qtd. in 
Nerricio 49). The effectiveness of 
Rodriguez's film depends upon the 
audience's acceptance of these distorted 
ideas about the Mexican borderlands. 
Perhaps its success can, in part, be 
measured by the fact that to this date, 
two sequels and an interactive videogame 
have been released.
The images of Mexicana bodies in From 
Dusk Till Dawn are doubly inscribed as 
impure and expendable because 
Santanico is played by Mexican actress 
Selma Hayek, a woman who, in true 
Hollywood style, has had her sexuality 
exaggerated in the roles of Mexican 
spitfire and hot-blooded Latin, much 
like other famous Latina actresses such 
as Lupe Vélez, Rita Moreno, and more 
recently, Jennifer Lopez. Commenting 
on classic Hollywood stereotypes of 
Mexicans, film critic Linda Williams 
points to the obvious: "that women's 
bodies reduced to the status of sex 
objects for the delight of male subjects 
are no less stereotyped than the 'lazy 
Mexicans' who serve as foils in countless 
Westerns to flatter the intelligence and 
energy of the Anglo cowboy" (59).
The strewn decapitated and disem­
boweled bodies of Mexicanas in this 
film visually demonstrate what feminist 
film critic Laura Mulvey refers to as "the 
fragmented body," a female body that 
is hacked into eroticized, objectified 
pieces in order to transform her into 
manageable objects of desire (7). 
Others find direct links between film 
genre and political ideology. Gina 
Marchetti, for one, notes that action- 
adventure films, in particular, "embody 
and work through those social 
contradictions the culture needs to 
come to grips with and may not be able 
to deal with except in the realm of 
fantasy" (211). All feminist and cultural 
theory aside, it is still quite unsettling 
that From Dusk Till Dawn has received 
far more media attention than the real 
life murders of young Mexican women 
on the border.
By the end of From Dusk Till Dawn, we 
see how anti-Mexican immigration 
rhetoric merges with popular stereotypes 
of Mexican "savagery." With the vampires 
successfully disposed of, the final shot 
of the film reveals a justification for the 
bloody massacre. As the camera zooms 
out to a long-shot, the focal point on 
the screen is the image of the vampire 
lair resting upon the ruins of an Aztec 
sacrificial temple— an architectural 
reminder of the fall of ancient Mexico 
and a relic of the European conquest of 
a "primitive" culture. Victorious, Seth 
emerges into the sunlight not as the 
thief and murderer that he arrived as at 
the start of the film, but, as the "hero" 
Cortés reborn, reconquering Mexico 
and securing the U.S.-Mexico border 
against an invasion of man-eating 
Mexicanas. Unbelievable. Perhaps one 
day Hollywood will get the message?
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